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My People
by Langston Hughes
The night is beautiful,
So the faces of my people.
The stars are beautiful,
So the eyes of my people.
Beautiful, also, is the sun.
Beautiful, also, are the souls of my people.
Langston Hughes wrote My People in 1923 at the start
of the Harlem Renaissance as a call to celebrate Black
identity, culture, and beauty. Almost one hundred years
later, the Academy Award-winning animated short film
Hair Love (Cherry, Downing, Jr., & Smith, 2019) was
created to celebrate the beauty of natural, textured hair.
In March of 2020, Black Twitter (a group of Black
users of the social media platform Twitter using
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#blacktwitter to co-construct a virtual community)
called one another to action to send messages of affirmation to a four-year old girl named Ariyonna who
was filmed sobbing that she was ugly while looking at
herself in the mirror. The stylist doing Ariyonna’s locs
swoops her up in a hug and tells her again and again
that she is beautiful. (For additional information and
links to these resources, see Figure 1.) One hundred
years after My People, and our children still need us to
help them affirm their beauty and worth when what
they see in the mirror does not reflect Whiteness.
•

Full Hair Love Video: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=kNw8V_Fkw28

•

A discussion of the #blacktwitter group, its
complexities, and the ways members collectively
call for social action (Ramsey, 2015): https://
www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2015/
04/the-truth-about-black-twitter/390120/

•

Ariyonna’s Viral Video: https://www.essence.
com/beauty/celebrities-show-love-to-littleblack-girl-who-says-shes-ugly/)

Figure 1. Additional information and resource links.
White-centeredness is a term that describes the centering of White identities, experiences, culture, language,
ideas, etcetera as normative. White-centeredness is perpetuated through many tools and artifacts of culture,
such as schooling and language, including the written
language and visual language of books (Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1990; Bourdieu, 1993). These books serve
as social tools for cultural reproduction, and inherent
to this reproduction are power structures. Even texts
not explicitly intended for instruction, such as picture
storybooks, present tacit lessons for children about
social worlds—the way people are expected to behave;
the ways different groups of people are positioned
in relation to one another; the structures of power
and privilege in society; ways of being, knowing, and
doing in the intersectionality of race, ethnicity, culture,
language, class, gender identity, sexual orientation,
religion, citizenship, etcetera. While children’s books
serve as a means for reproducing a society’s dominant
discourses and White-centeredness, these books also
provide for the possibility of resistance.

Many have argued that, as a nation, we are often
uncomfortable talking about race, racism, and Whiteness (Ladson-Billings 2009; Delpit, 2006; Emdin,
2017; DiAngelo, 2018; Kendi, 2017; Tatum, 2003).
This discomfort can be amplified by claims that
children are “colorblind” and worries that discussing
racism, and other -isms, with children may cause them
to lose this innocence and become racist. However, it
has long been evidenced that children are not colorblind (Cole & Verwayne, 2018; Hooven et al., 2018;
Husband, 2012; Kemple, Lee, & Harris, 2016; Tatum,
2003). Children see race. We, as adults, are the ones
who often struggle to discuss it with them due to our
own discomfort.
Almost 20 years ago, Tatum (2003) related an experiment in which a group of mostly White preschoolers were interviewed about what they knew about
members of tribal groups. The children were not able
to provide much verbal description about what they
knew or believed about Indigenous people; however,
the children’s drawings revealed that each of them had
internalized the belief that a feather headdress is one of
the most salient features of Indigenous peoples. Each
illustration included headdress, feathers, and many also
featured tomahawks and knives. When the children
were asked how they knew to draw these things, most
of them cited books and cartoons as their sources. Even
before kindergarten children are already reproducing
racist representations based on discourses presented
to them in media, including books. And here is where
we must ask ourselves, given that almost 20 years have
passed since Tatum shared this experiment, “What
would young children today describe and draw? Would
it be markedly different?” We must ask ourselves, “How
many books have I read to or put in the hands of young
children that present the authentic, varied, positive, and
complex lives and experiences of modern tribal nation
members? Or have the majority of the books with
which I’ve connected young children been vehicles for
reproducing racist discourses and White-centeredness?”
These questions are relevant to the experiences of other
groups that have been marginalized based on race,
ethnicity, culture, language, class, gender identity, sexual
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orientation, religion, citizenship, etcetera. When we realize this, we realize our collective responsibility to ensure
that all children have access to books that are inclusive;
that challenge White-centeredness, hetero-normativity,
ableism, and other discourses of exclusion. We realize the
tremendous importance of books that affirm the experiences and lives of the young children who read them,
while also presenting accurate, non-stereotyped opportunities for all children to develop positive understandings
about diverse human beings. Toward this goal, book
awards have tremendous potential to help us create more
inclusive book collections.

Book Awards as Tools for Inclusion

Book covers and dust jackets proudly display icons
and stickers for prestigious book awards. At a glance,
a reader can see what accolades the title has garnered,
such as the longstanding Caldecott Award and Newbery Medal, the more recently established Coretta Scott
King Book Award, or the younger yet Geisel Award
(the latter of which a child we know recently referred to
as the “Mo Willems Award” since he had seen it on so
many of Willems’ books). These awards generally translate into greater sales and greater library circulation,
which mean these books can get into the hands of more
children. Book awards are, therefore, gilded gatekeepers
of access—for children to be able to read the books
and for authors and illustrators to be able to share their
work more widely and continue being published.
When we speak of access, we must also consider exclusion. Concerns about the lack of diversity in published
children’s books are longstanding (Larrick, 1965;
Bishop, 1983; Meyers, 2014; Cooperative Children’s
Book Center, 2019) and the debate about White-centeredness in book awards is not new. As recently as
2018 the Association for Library Service to Children
(ALSC) removed Laura Ingalls Wilder’s name from
the award it previously granted in her name due to
her use of anti-Black and anti-Indigenous language in
her books. Given the historical context of children’s
publishing and book awards, it is important that the
American Library Association (ALA) and other organizations have made strong efforts to ensure that diverse
books—not only those about diverse characters, but
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also written and illustrated by diverse individuals—are
recognized with book awards in order to address gatekeeping and get more inclusive books to children. The
ALA, various round tables of the ALA, and the American Indian Library Association (AILA), an affiliate of
the ALA, administer book awards that don’t receive
as much acknowledgment as they should, given the
important books they lift up. In the book reviews that
follow, some of these book awards are listed as “recognition” following the publication information of titles.
Below is a brief list of awards that offer a more inclusive
world of children’s books; descriptions are pulled from
the websites of the organizations that administer the
awards.
Amelia Bloomer List: annotated book list of well-written and well-illustrated books with significant feminist
content, intended for young readers (ages birth through
18); compiled by The Amelia Bloomer Project, a committee of the Feminist Task Force of the Social Responsibilities Round Table.
http://www.ala.org/awardsgrants/amelia-bloomer-booklist
American Indian Youth Literature Awards: identifies
and honors the very best writing and illustrations by
Native Americans and Indigenous peoples of North
America. Books selected to receive the award present
Indigenous North American peoples in the fullness of
their humanity.
https://ailanet.org/activities/american-indian-youth-literature-award/
Coretta Scott King Book Awards: recognize outstanding books for young adults and children by African
American authors and illustrators that reflect the
African American experience; encourages the artistic
expression of the Black experience via literature and the
graphic arts in biographical, social, and historical treatments by African American authors and illustrators.
http://www.ala.org/awardsgrants/coretta-scott-kingbook-awards
Coretta Scott King - John Steptoe Award for New
Talent: established to affirm new talent and to offer
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visibility to excellence in writing and/or illustration.
http://www.ala.org/awardsgrants/coretta-scott-kingjohn-steptoe-award-new-talent
Detroit Public Library African American Booklist: A
selected list of books by and/or about African Americans, recommended by librarians of the Detroit Public
Library.
https://d2qp1eesgvzzix.cloudfront.net/uploads/
files/2019-African-American-Booklist.pdf?mtime=20190530121634
Pura Belpré Award: named after the first Latina
librarian at the New York Public Library; presented to
a Latino/Latina writer and illustrator whose work best
portrays, affirms, and celebrates the Latino cultural
experience in an outstanding work of literature for
children and youth; co-sponsored by the Association
for Library Service to Children (ALSC), a division of
the ALA, and REFORMA, the National Association to
Promote Library and Information Services to Latinos
and the Spanish-Speaking, an ALA affiliate.
http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/belpremedal
Rainbow Project Book: recommended books dealing
with gay, lesbian, bisexual, trangendered, and questioning issues and situations for children up to age
18; administered by ALA’s Rainbow Round Table and
Social Responsibilities Round Table. http://www.ala.
org/awardsgrants/rainbow-project-book-list
Schneider Family Book Awards: honor an author or
illustrator for a book that embodies an artistic expression of the disability experience for child and adolescent audiences.
http://www.ala.org/awardsgrants/schneider-family-book-award
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Stonewall Book Awards - Mike Morgan & Larry
Romans Children’s & Young Adult Literature Award:
presented to English language books that have exceptional merit relating to the gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender experience. http://www.ala.org/awardsgrants/
stonewall-childrens-and-young-adult-award
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Planting Stories: The Life of
Librarian and Storyteller
Pura Belpré
by Anika Aldamuy Denise
illustrated by Paola Escobar
HarperCollins
2019,
ISBN: 978-0062748683
40 pgs, Grades K-3
Recognition: 2020 Pura Belpré
Author Honor Book; 2020 NCTE Orbis Pictus Honor
Book for Nonfiction; 2020 ALA Notable Book; NCSS
Notable Social Studies Trade Book for Young People
Sharing the life story of the first Puerto Rican librarian
hired by the New York Public Library system, and the
namesake of the Pura Belpré Award, Denise and Escobar have created a book lush with the verbal and visual
imagery of seeds growing and flowers abloom. Newly
hired as the first multilingual librarian, Pura laments
that the children in her community do not have books
in Spanish available at the library. She is eager for them
to read the beloved traditional stories of her childhood:
“Where are her abuela’s stories?” Determined to share
these folktales, she begins bilingual storytelling in
the library, creates homemade puppets to accompany
the tales, and finally publishes a book of the cuentos
folkloricós (folklore stories). Pura’s life was her love of
family, community, books, and stories made visible.
Young readers will relate to caring so deeply about
something and finding ways to share that love with
others. Vining through the text are words in Spanish—
unitalicized Spanish, which positions these words as
normative as the English words in the text. No italics
to frame them as non-English, foreign, or “other”—an
important editorial choice that challenges the privilege
of English-only readers.
A Friend for Henry
by Jenn Bailey
illustrated by Mika Song
Chronicle Books
2019,
ISBN: 978-1452167916
36 pgs, Grades PreK-2
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Recognition: 2020 Schneider Family Book Award
Honor Book
Henry is a little boy with keen observations and big
feelings. He longs to make a friend, but it’s hard when
classmates can seem like “a thunderstorm, booming
and crashing” and are “kind of scary if you didn’t have
your blanket.” When Henry delights in arranging the
carpet squares for story time just-so (“blue ones next to
the brown ones… All the edges met and the corners fit
perfectly”), Bailey makes visible Henry’s way of seeing
the world, and what makes it beautiful to him. This
allows readers to understand more easily why Henry
erupts in anger after a classmate insists on messing the
carpet squares by bounding over them. When Henry
has to sit next to the teacher, instead of the carpet messer-upper, it feels unjust. Readers can empathize with
him and his way of seeing the classroom and world. We
fill with warmth when Henry makes his first friend in
Katie, who likes going down the big slide backwards.
What makes this quiet, affirming book work so well is
that Bailey didn’t write a didactic story along the lines
of “be nice to your classmates with autism.” Instead,
she created Henry as a complex and thoughtful little
boy struggling with the universal human desire to have
and be a friend. The mother of a son on the autism
spectrum, Bailey gives us a compelling, gentle text that
makes loving space for neurodiverse children.
Fry Bread: A Native
American Family Story
by Kevin Noble Maillard
illustrated by Juana
Martinez-Neal
Roaring Brook Press
2019,
ISBN: 978-1626727465
48 pgs, Grades PreK-2
Recognition: 2020 Robert
F. Sibert Informational Book Medal; 2020 American
Indian Youth Literature Picture Book Honor Winner;
NCTE Notable Poetry Book; 2020 ALA Notable Children's Book
Guest Review by Melissa Isaac, Education Director,
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Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe of Michigan; Giigdokwe
(Chairperson), Confederation of Michigan Tribal Education Directors.

cakes, crying, being considerate, compassionate, and
dreaming big. I appreciate the story for its inspiration
to value being unique by accepting being different.

Fry Bread: A Native American Family Story, by Kevin
Noble Maillard is introduced to first-grader, Lukas.
Lukas is a student at the Saginaw Chippewa Academy,
a tribally owned and controlled elementary school.
Lukas looks at the cover and notices the title, in large
stunning font and curiously asks, “A book about fry
bread?” He then utters, matter-of-factly, “My grandma
makes the best fry bread.” He can immediately recognize and relate to this book. His attention shifts to
the image on the cover, thinking out loud, “I wonder
whose mom that is? There’s no way she can be a
grandma, she doesn’t have enough white hair,” as he is
able to quickly identify with and make a connection to
the character. He carefully opens the book and notices
all of the words on the endpapers. He asks, “What are
all of those words?” When he learns it is a list of all of
the tribes in the United States, he enthusiastically and
impatiently asks where his tribe is listed. At last, it is
located! With eyes, wide like two, big pieces of grandma’s fry bread and a toothless smile even bigger than his
eyes, exclaims, “We’re famous!”

When Aidan Became
a Brother
by Kyle Lukoff
illustrated by Kaylani
Juanita
Lee & Low Books
2019,
ISBN: 9781620148372
32 pgs, Grades PreK-3
Recognition: 2020 Rainbow Project Book List; 2020
Stonewall Children’s and Young Adult Literature;
Anti-Defamation League Book of the Month

A Boy Like You
by Frank Murphy
illustrated by Kayla Harren
Sleeping Bear Press
2019,
ISBN: 978-1534110465
32 pgs, Grades PreK-2
Recognition: 2020 Amelia
Bloomer List
Guest Review by Stephanie Fazekas-Hardy, Librarian,
Detroit Public Library
There are many nuances to being a boy. The author
captures the urgency to convey the benefit of different
contributions of boyhood to the world: "...the world
needs a boy like you." The realistic illustrations coupled
with the text, successfully depicts all the many things
boys should do; including, cultivating gardens, baking

Becoming a big brother is a momentous event in a little
person’s life. Preparing for the new baby leads Aiden to
think about when he was very young and realized that
he was a boy—that being born a girl was a mistake. He
finds the courage to tell his parents, to be his true self
and explore what that means—from how he decorates
his room, to how he dresses, to finally choosing the
name that feels just right for himself. With tenderness
and reassurance, Lukoff shares Aiden’s growing sense of
positive identity and he’s supported by a loving family.
Lukoff’s touch is light: Aiden is a boy who is transgender, but he is also just a boy who is excited and anxious
about having a new sibling and who wants to do a great
job as a big brother. In the end, “Aiden knew how to
love somebody and that was the most important part of
being a big brother.” Indeed.
Lubna and Pebble
by Wendy Meddour
illustrated by Daniel Egnéus
Dial Books for Young Readers
2019,
ISBN: 978-052554165
32 pgs, Grades K-3
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Guest Review by Stephanie Fazekas-Hardy, Librarian,
Detroit Public Library
A powerful story, eloquently illuminating the capacity
of friendship, promise, and sharing. All Lubna has
is her dad, until she happens upon a pebble on the
beach. Pebble becomes Lubna's best friend, to which
she shares her fears and experiences. This all changes
the day, Amir arrives at the tent city refugee camp,
quiet, and sullen. Familiar with Amir's despair, Lubna
befriends him; sharing fun times and ultimately,
Pebble. Lubna and Pebble is an encouraging story,
reminding me of how the simplest inanimate objects
can be comforting in a world of challenges, if allowed.
The author's ability to implore consideration for the
feelings of others didn't go unnoticed as the theme was
deposited throughout the book. The heartfelt story,
along with its brilliant illustrations, will brighten the
most uncertain days.
Our Rainbow
by GLAAD & Little
Bee Books
Little Bee Books
2019,
ISBN: 9781499809343
20 pgs, Birth-K
Recognition: 2020
Rainbow Project
Book List
Pride Colors
by Robin Stevenson
Orca Book Publishers
2019,
ISBN: 978-1459820708
28 pgs, Birth-K
Recognition: 2020
Rainbow Project Book
List
Guest Review by Brandon Gleaton, Program Director,
Hazel Park Promise Zone and College Access Network
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Our Rainbow and Pride Colors are important additions
to book collections for young children because they
normalize that there are many different kinds of love
and families. They present the content in a way that’s
developmentally appropriate and affirming. There is
no denying that representation in books for children
matters. The issue of representation is often viewed
through a racial equity lens, which is critical. These
board books represent other forms of equity that aren’t
often included in books for the very young. Even the
youngest child benefits from having books that affirm
their families or help them understand that mommy-mommy love or daddy-daddy love is just as important as mommy-daddy love. Our Rainbow, published
in partnership with GLAAD to promote LGBTQ+
inclusivity and acceptance, presents images of diverse
individuals, Black and Brown folks with natural hair,
and some wearing hijab; it celebrates all families. Each
double-page spread is a painting by a different artist,
awash in a specific color of the pride flag. The red page
has an individual of exaggerated size compared to other
figures. They are wearing a dress and boldly taking up
space—seeming to suggest drag or trans representation.
A subtle way to affirm gender fluidity and a wide range
of womanhood. Pride Colors is perfect for babies and
toddlers—large, simple photos of diverse, happy children and families. So much joy in this little book, and
it captures so perfectly what it means to be inclusive: “I
love you just the way you are,” while a rainbow prism
is reflected on a young girl’s face. Such an important
message for little human beings.
Proudest Blue: A Story
of Hijab and Family
by Ibtihaj Muhammad
with S.K. Ali
illustrated by Hatem Aly
Little, Brown Books for
Young Readers
2019,
ISBN: 978-0316519007
40 pgs, Grades K-3
Recognition: 2020 Detroit Public Library African
American Booklist
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Guest Review by Noor Charara, Middle School Teacher,
Dearborn Public Schools
This book is so close to my heart. I bought it as soon
as it was published and read it to the girls at the school
where I teach. A student of mine loved it so much that
I had to give it to her and purchased another copy—
those are the best books: ones students don’t want to
give back! Such strong messages found in this book:
one of learning and tolerance for those who don’t yet
know about hijab, but a stronger message of affirmation
and celebration to those who choose to wear hijab.
The book resonated deeply with my students, and with
me, because we went through the same sense of feeling
different, being visibly Muslim in a country in which
that is not only not considered normative, but can also
make us targets for discrimination and violence. Simply
by wearing hijab in some places, my female students
can be vulnerable, yet there is also tremendous pride
and celebration of identity, community, and culture
in hijab. If I had a picture book like this growing up,
it would have made all the difference to know I wasn’t
alone in my feelings. To have something to remind me
how powerful my hijab is would have been so powerful—books can play a powerful role in helping children
establish who they are, what matters to them.
What Is Given
from the Heart
by Patricia C. McKissack
illustrated by April Harrison
Schwartz & Wade Books
2019,
ISBN: 978-0375836152
40 pgs, Grades 1-3
Recognition: 2020 Coretta
Scott King - John Steptoe
Illustrator Award for New Talent Winner; 2020 Detroit
Public Library African American Booklist
Guest Review by Stephanie Fazekas-Hardy, Librarian,
Detroit Public Library
“What is given from the heart reaches the heart.” Little
James Otis struggles to find the perfect gift to give from

the heart in this mixed-media illustrated picture book.
When James' father suddenly dies, leaving James and
his mother more indigent than before, life seems to
get more complex. But life takes a turn for the better
when charged by their pastor to help a family who lost
all of their possessions in a fire. From the experience
of giving, James learns how wealthy his mom and he
really are. Mom makes an apron gift out of her cherished table cloth. But James is still uncertain on what to
gift his beneficiary, but after much thought and effort,
James crafts the perfect gift for Sarah to hold near and
dear to her heart—a book written and illustrated by
him. Heart was McKissack’s final book. She left a rich
legacy of children’s literature, including three Coretta
Scott King Award winners, a Newbery Honor, and
NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Literary Work
for Children.
Sulwe
by Lupita Nyong’o
illustrated by Vashti Harrison
Simon & Schuster Books for
Young Readers
2019,
ISBN: 978-1534425361
48 pgs, Grades K-3
Recognition: 2020 NAACP
Image Award for Outstanding Literary Work for Children; 2020 Detroit Public
Library African American Booklist
Guest Review by Stephanie Fazekas-Hardy, Librarian,
Detroit Public Library
The complexions of Sulwe’s family spans the color
spectrum, even so, she is unhappy having the darkest
hue of the family. Sulwe wishes she was lighter, especially after being given the nickname, “Blackie” by her
classmates, making it difficult for her to connect and
make friends. Her yearning to be lighter is so great,
that she attempts to lighten her skin so she can look
more like everyone else. Sulwe gains an appreciation
for her dark skin learning to embrace who she is from
the inside out after speaking with her mother and then
going on a journey with a star that reveals the story of
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two sisters, polar opposite, but equally needed for their
differences. The story addresses promoting the importance of encouraging self-esteem, embracing self, and
the harsh impact of bullying—making it essential to
have in every classroom.
A Big Mooncake for
Little Star (Simplified
Chinese Edition)
by Grace Lin
CITIC Press
Corporation
2019,
ISBN: 9787521705171
40 pgs, Grades PreK-2
Recognition: 2019 Caldecott Medal for English version
(Lin, 2019)
Guest Review by Sungti Hsu, Association for Advancing
Quality Education Preparation
Little Star could not resist the temptation and nibbled
on the yummy mooncake Mom made. Little by little,
the mooncake got smaller and smaller and before
Little Star and Mom realized, Little Star ate the entire
mooncake. They will just have to make another. One
can begin to find mooncakes in various shapes, sizes,
and flavors on the market as August 15th of the lunar
calendar approaches (fall festival). Many Chinese folktales offer versions of the origin of the mooncake. Some
say that it was a gift to the warriors from an emperor
as the army traveled back home after winning a battle,
while others say that people hid secret messages inside
to communicate with each other during wartime. There
are many fun stories about the mooncake. In introducing the beloved Chinese dessert, the author cleverly
connects mooncake to the appearance of the moon over
time. Folktale and science together, who would have
thought! Parents may have some homework to do to
capture the rare opportunity to explore folktales and
scientific phenomena while reading with their kids.
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A Big Bed
for Little Snow
by Grace Lin
Little, Brown Books
for Young Readers
2019,
ISBN: 9780316478366
40 pgs, Grades PreK-2
Recognition: Caldecott Honor
Guest Review by Sungti Hsu, Association for Advancing
Quality Education Preparation
In this companion book to the Caldecott Honor book,
A Big Mooncake for Little Star (Lin, 2018), Little Snow
is back for new adventures. At the beginning of the
winter, Little Snow got a new bed made of feathers.
It is puffy and big and bouncy. Despite Mom’s gentle
reminders of not to jump on it, Little Snow jumps and
jumps on his new bed. He continues to jump on the
bed even after he makes a rip by jumping too hard on
it. When the winter is over, there are no feathers left
in the bed. Little Snow is not discouraged because he
knows that all he and mom need to do is fill the bed
up again for next winter. As a parent of three young
readers, I would make it explicit, depending on the age
of the reader, the intentional linkage between feather
and snow for children to grasp the similarities as well
as point out how Little Snow can enjoy his new bed
without disobeying his mother.
Saturday
by Oge Mora
Little, Brown Books for
Young Readers
2019,
ISBN: 978-0316431279
40 pgs, Grades K-2
Ava’s mother works six
days a week, so Saturdays are filled with treasured family time—breakfast
together, salon appointments, riding the bus to the
library. But this Saturday it seems like everything that
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can go wrong conspires to ruin their day. Hairdos are
ruined by a water-splashing taxi and they’ve missed
story time at the library—this isn’t how their one family
day a week is supposed to go! Ava’s mother reassures
her again and again, “Today will be special. Today
will be splendid. Today is Saturday,” until yet another
small disaster reduces Mother to frustration. Now it’s
Ava’s turn to remind them both that the most special
thing about Saturdays is the two of them. Winner of
the 2019 Coretta Scott King - Javaka Steptoe Award
for New Talent and a Caldecott Honor for her debut
picture book Thank You, Omu! (Mora, 2019), Mora
creates magic again with this intimate look at the small
moments that bond a family together. Students from
single-parent families will see themselves affirmed in the
closeness of Ava and her mother.
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